RUSSIAN    HAZARD
anticipated began to enlarge as I believed I could see all my terrors
melting as easily away* But to my surprise the flames gently died
down after a short hectic time. They flickered for a moment around
the stiff, naked body which they had stripped of its protective
coverings, whisked away the beard and the hair, flickered again as
though wishful to make another attempt, and gave up altogether.
The soldier and I stared at each other in blank dismay.
All we had succeeded in doing was to divest death of the gar-
ments which gave it dignity and leave a body, ludicrously pathetic
in its hairless nakedness, rump uppermost, stiff-legged, and with
another large discoloured wound-mark in the middle of the back. It
was a shocking sight and all my horror returned to see that the flames
had been powerless to do more than this indecent japing harm.
But the soldier was my rock again. This man was utterly devoid of
superstition and nerves. A blunt materialistic realism supported him
triumphantly at every step. He was a mechanic to whom all things
were aspects of the machine.
"It's the stuff they've soaked him in to hold off the rot," he
declared.
"But what can we do ? If it won't burn . . ."
My imagination balked at going farther. But the soldier was a
man of resource as well as nerve.
"We'll make a fire, soak him in petrol, and lay him on it. That
should do him in."
There was no stopping now. Part of the barn was lined inside
with boards, and with his bayonet to help him he began tearing
these down, I lent a hand, but he was master of the situation and I
was his slave.
"You soak the corpse," he said. I turned dutifully from him
and picked up the tin, hearing the liquid lap its sides. In that
instant I saw that the gipsy's pictured scene was about to realize
itself in the strangest possible way. I was about to wash Rasputin's
dead body exactly as she had foreseen. It was not her fault that she
had mistaken petrol for water. Well, if this was my fate it was odd,
but it was bliss to the service my inflamed imagination had built out
of her words. I unscrewed the cap of the tin, and conquering my
repugnance to approaching the lewd-looking corpse, I splashed it
liberally with the petrol and felt clean and light inside me like a
sleeper whose hurricane nightmare has suddenly slipped into a
mad but soothingly friendly backwater of a dream. Soaking a
corpse in petrol preparatory to burning it was simple and intelligible
work compared with the crazy corpse-washing I had imagined
myself being compelled to perform.
"Leave a drop of that petrol for me," commanded the soldier,